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By JOHN MARKOFF 


Special to The New York Times 


SAN FRANCISCO, Feb. 7 — Ency- 
_clopedia Britannica, the publisher of 


the nation’s oldest and most presti- 
gious reference work, said today that 


_ it would enter the information age by 


offering electronic distribution of its 
materials to universities and some 
public libraries via the Internet, the 
world’s largest computer network. 
The development is one of the 
clearest indications that traditional 
publishers realize the limitations of 
offering only hard-bound volumes — 
and are concluding that the opportu- 


nities of on-line publishing outweigh 
_ the risks. 


“Companies in the electronic pub- 
lishing market are beginning to see 
they want the largest possible mar- 
ket,”’ said Christopher Locke, general 
manager of Mecklermedia, a West- 
port, Conn., publishing and exhibition 
company. “They don’t want to be 
trapped in markets that are Balkan- 
ized or private.” 

Several encyclopedias are already 
available on line, but the Encyclope- 
dia Britannica is the largest, with 
worldwide revenues of $550 million a 
year. 


Compton's 
Interactive 
Encyclopedia 


Compton's 
New Media 


Encyclopedia 
Britannica 
North América 


Encyclopedia 
Britannica 


It also represents a significant 
move toward instant information and, 
a milestone in miniaturization for the 
32-volume reference work, which con- 


tains 44 million words:and 23,000 illus-~ 


trations and adorns the bookshelves 
of millions of libraries and homes. 
“This is a blessing for every school 


Britannica's 44 Million Words Are Going On Line. 


‘Prodigy, 
America Online 


Internet 


kid,” said Paul Saffo, a researcher at 
the Institute for the Future in Menlo 
Park, Calif. ‘We've all been there 
before, the night before we have a 
paper due in class.”’ 

The 225-year-old Encyclopedia Bri- 
tannica, which is the oldest continu- 
ously published encyclopedia in the: 


we esas 


be 


English language, will be made avail- 
able initially to university. faculty and 
students beginning in the fall using 2 
variety of information-retrieval tech- 


“nologies that have been developed 


experimentally by Internet research- 
ers and that are being quickly com- 
mercialized.. 

Encyclopedia Britannica execu- 
tives said they were also planning to 
make their reference data base avail- 
able to a larger commercial audi 
ence, but academic distribution 
would be a first step to insure that the 
electronic version of the encyclopedia 
was well tested. 

“The whole development process 
has been an astonishing one for me,”’ 
said Robert McHenry, editor in chief 
of the Britannica. “I’ve scrambled 


pretty hard just to keep up with the 
technical language.” 


The electronic version of the Ency- 
clopedia Britannica, to be called Bri- 
tanni¢a Online, is now being tested by 
students and faculty atthe University 
of California at San Diego. The on-line 
version includes ‘‘hypertext”. links 
that Cannot be matched by the tradi- 
tional text version. : 

This technology makes it. possible 


Continued on Page C2 
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